The medical view of drunkenness is a negative one. Heavy drinking is seen as a self-destructive activity that wreaks immense social and physical havoc. Individuals are exhorted to shun the attractions of alcohol and to lead a life of moderation. Clinicians who deal with the human consequences of excessive drinking-the broken homes, the victims of violence, the multiple physical and mental illsfeel justified in their condemnation of the drunkard. However, this view does not enjoy an untroubled consensus with the lay public1. In particular, many writers and artists take a quite different view. Here alcohol is prized for its ability to reveal new creative insights, and heroic drinking has long been part of the artistic persona. Rather than being seen as a sign of personal failing, alcoholism is taken as evidence of artistic integrity. This appreciative view of inebriation encompasses several variations. Intoxication can be seen as a route to mystical transport; it can be a means of epater les bourgeois; dissipation can be courted as a way of experiencing the extremities of the human condition; and lastly, drunkenness can be hailed as evidence of one's exquisite sensibility.
What is most immediately striking about the subject is just how often alcohol has featured in the lives of creative people2. A Here we examine how alcoholic excess has been approached by writers and artists, both in terms of their personal experience and how they have subsequently portrayed it. The topic is obviously vast and this article does not claim to be exhaustive. Rather, by selectively examining a small number of creative people we hope to convey how medical and artistic attitudes to intoxication frequently diverge.
ALCOHOL AS AN AGENT OF MYSTICAL TRANSPORT
In his survey of the use of drugs in different cultures, Rudgley3 observes that alcohol has frequently played an important part in religious ceremonies. It was William James4 in The Varieties of Religious Experience who most eloquently described the potential of alcohol to reveal hidden realms. He wrote:
'The sway of alcohol over mankind is unquestionably due to its power to stimulate the mystical faculties of human nature, usually crushed to earth by the cold facts and dry criticisms of the sober hour. Sobriety diminishes, discriminates, and says no; drunkenness expands, unites and says yes. It is in fact the great exciter of the Yes function in man. It brings its votary from the chill periphery of things to the radiant core. It makes him for the moment one with truth. Not through mere perversity do men run after it. To the poor and unlettered it stands in the place of symphony concerts and of literature: and it is part of the deeper mystery and tragedy of life that whiffs and gleams of something that we immediately recognise as excellent should be vouchsafed to so many of us only in the fleeting earlier phases of what in its totality is so degrading a poisoning.'
The notion that alcohol can be an agent of mystical transport is advanced by several writers. The English writer Malcolm Lowry, whose alcohol intake was frequently gargantuan and who was admitted several times to psychiatric hospitals, offered a complex account of alcoholism in his novel Under the Volcano (1947). The central character, Geoffrey Firmin, is a drunkard whose plight is portrayed in spiritual terms. Rather than as merely a sot, Lowry describes the predicament of his main character in a religious context, which draws on the Bible, writes: 'the agonies of the drunkard find their most accurate poetic analogue in the agonies of the mystic who has abused his powers'. Lowry saw his own drinking as a means of spiritual exploration, and felt it was vital to his whole creative enterprise.
Another literary representation of alcoholism as a religious condition is seen in Joseph Roth's The Legend of the Holy Drinker (1939) . Roth himself was an alcoholic, who died in his mid-forties. This was his final book, completed in his last days as he lay drinking and dying in a Paris hotel. In the novel, he portrays the alcoholic hero as a saint-like figure, who witnesses miracles and who achieves a state of grace just before he dies.
Jack Kerouac, whose Beat classic On the Road (1957) depicted the search for new experience and enlightenment, also claimed to see alcohol as a means to a spiritual end. As a young man he had enthusiastically followed Blake's aphorism that excess led to wisdom, interpreting it as a licence to over-indulge. Drinking prodigious amounts of alcohol as well as partaking generously of drugs, Kerouac mingled the ideas of Nietzsche and Dostoievsky and Buddhism to create a heady mix which he hoped would lead to new insights. In middle age and in serious decline as a result of the years of dissipation, Kerouac wrote Big Sur (1962) , which charted in less romantic tones his alcoholfuelled breakdown. As he commented: 'Drinking heavily, you abandon people, and they abandon you and you abandon yourself It's a form of partial self-murder'6.
Evelyn Waugh, whose novel The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1958) is often taken as a good description of alcoholic hallucinosis, created a character whose alcoholism is seen in a religious light. In Brideshead Revisited (1945), Waugh sympathetically portrays the plight of Sebastian Flyte, who eventually finds salvation in a monastery where his drinking is regarded benignly. He is, as his sister observes, 'very near and dear to God'. He is too sensitive for the ways of the secular world and will exist peacefully in his newfound sanctuary.
DRINKING AS A MEANS OF EPATER LES BOURGEOIS
Artists tend to regard themselves as distinct from the rest of humanity. Their creative gifts set them apart from their fellows7. One way of demonstrating this is to cast off the restrictions of polite society; it becomes proof of artistic integrity to break with convention. One sphere which lends itself to this approach, of course, is drinking. Not for the artist the constricting demands of decorum and mundane responsibility. No, the artist can laugh at such trivialities; in fact, the very act of becoming inebriated is demonstration of one's creative worth. If sensible and civilized society is shocked, then so much the better; it only serves to underline the difference between the inspired and the insipid. Artists, it is implied, are able to aspire to a higher plane of being, and can turn the dross of the prosaic into the gold of art. Alcoholic low-life is seen as especially conducive to the creative process. Some must experience the degradation of dissipation in order to produce great work. By journeying to the depths of the human condition, the artist gains hitherto unattainable insights and visions: he obeys Rimbaud's injunction to undergo a 'derangement of the senses'. The poet laureate of alcoholic low-life is Charles Bukowski, whose novels are almost invariably located in the cheap bars and seedy rooming houses of urban America. By casting an unsentimental eye on such scenes, Bukowski is said to transcend their very mundaneness11.
Allied to the concept of the artist voyaging to the extremes of human existence is the myth of creative selfdestruction. The artistic genius burns himself out at an early age. He lives life too intensely and samples too deeply of the well of earthly delights. Such a perspective allows the artist an unlimited licence for hedonistic excess, and offers consolation to the untalented who, though they may lack the creative spark, can at least enjoy a normal life-span. The roll-call of artists who met a premature death as a result of alcoholic excess is a long one. The Italian artist Modigliani declared, 'I am going to drink myself dead' and proved true to his word by dying at the age of 3612.
THE ALCOHOLIC AS TOO SENSITIVE FOR THE WORLD
In this model, the artist is perceived as a sensitive individual who feels too deeply. Unlike his more prosaic fellows, he is especially aware of the suffering of the world. He needs to numb himself with alcohol to cope with life. In her account of drinking, Caroline Knapp13 admits she was attracted to alcohol because her literary heroes all seemed to drink to excess; they were dark and tortured souls, who had to imbibe in order to deal with this vale of tears. In popular mythology Van Gogh fulfils the role of the tormented genius14. His absinthe drinking and wild behaviour are seen as the reaction of a sensitive soul to the ugliness of existence. Charles Doyle, the artist and father of Conan Doyle, is portrayed by his biographer15 as a gentle whimsical creature who was quite unable to provide for his family and whose fondness for the bottle led to his admission to a lunatic asylum where, free from the demands of the outside world, he created some of his finest work.
THE DOWN-SIDE
If one is struck by the large number of artists who drank to excess, one is also struck by the appalling personal and physical price they paid. Biographies reveal a grim catalogue of mental illness, physical disease, family breakdown, suicide and premature death. Artists have certainly been aware of the down-side of drinking. Indeed, most artists seem to have produced their work while sober. Francis Bacon did his painting in the mornings before going to the pub and Charles Bukowski eventually gave up drinking to concentrate on his writing. In fact most artists who have experimented with creating while under the influence of alcohol have concluded that it hinders rather than aids the artistic process. CONCLUSION Of the multitude of alcoholic autobiographies, one of the most illuminating is that by Caitlin Thomas16, whose Double Drink Story: My Life with Dylan Thomas describes her times with the Welsh poet. It is especially good at confronting the romantic myths about alcohol and art. She relates how she and Dylan saw themselves as 'the chosen' ones, distinct from the common herd by virtue of their access to profound insights. They saw it as their duty to drink to excess, partly to demonstrate their difference from the ordinary run of humanity with their 9-to-5 jobs and boring responsibilities, and partly to re-enact a romantically inspired selfdestruction. They believed that alcoholic degradation led to enlightenment. As she writes 'Through degradation came purification. The lower we got, the higher we got.' Caitlin eventually rejected these myths, on the grounds that they were often a convenient excuse for selfish behaviour. Further, she concluded that alcoholic excess did not lead to more inspired art. She records wryly that Dylan paid the ultimate price for living the life of the intoxicated genius: he dropped dead before he was forty from alcohol-related disease.
So, are the romantic myths about alcohol and art without any basis in fact? Are artists who tipple deluding themselves? Are they affecting a pose? Would it not be better if they simply stopped drinking? Surely they would be more content and have more time to create. Kessel and Walton17 advanced this view in their discussion of Dylan Thomas, Brendan Behan and Scott Fitzgerald. However, myths do not arise de novo. Perhaps some artists do indeed have an especial need for alcohol. Jamison18 has shown that manic-depressive illness is strongly associated with creativity, and, given the seemingly large number of alcoholic artists, could it be that there is an underlying genetic basis that links creativity and alcohol dependence?
We have examined the conflict between a romantic view of alcohol indulgence and the more sober medical view. The dangers of the romantic view are all too apparent, but it is unlikely to lose its appeal entirely, at least amongst artists. When Malcolm Lowry was admitted to Atkinson Morley's Hospital in London, his psychiatrist felt that he would have to change his 'romantic' attitude to drinking if treatment was going to be successful19. Lowry did not change his attitude because he regarded alcohol as integral to his art. Needless to say, treatment failed. Malcolm Lowry's encounter with a London psychiatrist dramatizes the fundamental conflict between artistic and medical approaches to drunkenness. It is a conflict that seems likely to continue.
